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On November 25, 2013, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the Impact of Standardized testing on DOE Students.  Representatives from the Department of Education (DOE), union leaders, advocates, educators, parents and students have been invited to testify.  
Background
The Committee on Education previously held a hearing on standardized testing on September 27, 2010, regarding the New York City Department of Education’s State Test Score Results for 2010.
  

Although standardized testing has long been in use in American schools, it has become far more prevalent and increasingly more “high stakes” since the passage of the federal No Child Left Behind Act (NLCB) of 2001.  NCLB required states to develop and administer annual assessments in reading and math to all students in grades 3-8, and annual science assessments for students in three different grade levels (one grade in elementary, middle and high school). 
 
In addition to these federally-mandated assessments, New York State and New York City require public school students to take many other tests prior to graduation.  Some of these tests are used to make critical decisions or have consequences based on the results and are therefore called “high stakes” tests.
  Such decisions and consequences may affect student placement, promotion or graduation, sanctioning or closing schools for poor performance, and granting teacher tenure, for example.  Critics contend that there is an over-emphasis on standardized testing, particularly high stakes testing, in the United States that is having a negative impact on students, schools and education.
Today’s hearing will focus on the impact of standardized testing on students in New York City schools.  The Committee will also examine City student achievement levels as well as DOE’s testing policies and will consider stakeholder concerns about how well those policies are working and recommendations for improvements.  What follows herein this report is additional information on standardized testing; a brief description of federal, State and City testing policies; student achievement data; and some issues and concerns.
Standardized Testing
A standardized test is “any form of test that (1) requires all test takers to answer the same questions, or a selection of questions from a common bank of questions, in the same way, and that (2) is scored in a ‘standard’ or consistent manner, which makes it possible to compare the relative performance of individual students or groups of students.”
  Standardized testing was first used to measure student achievement in Boston, Massachusetts in the mid 1800’s and began to be used widely in other states beginning in the early 1900’s.
  The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), enacted in 1965, marked the first time that testing and accountability provisions were mandated for all states.
  Further, the 1983 release of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, a report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, warned of a crisis in American education and led to added pressure for stricter accountability measures, including increased testing.
  High stakes testing coupled with “harsh consequences” was first enacted in Louisiana in 1998 and within a few years a number of other states followed, basing grade promotion and school sanctions on statewide test scores.

Proponents of standardized testing argue that it’s valuable in collecting data which can be the first step towards improving schools and that the testing of all students is the most accurate way to measure school effectiveness.
  They contend that standardized tests are a reliable and objective measure of student achievement, while teacher-graded assessments are inadequate alternatives to standardized tests because they are subjectively scored and unreliable.
  Further, they assert that objective test scores permit meaningful comparisons of achievement between students, schools, districts and states.
  Supporters also maintain that standardized tests are inclusive and non-discriminatory because they ensure content is equivalent for all students and believe that disadvantaged students can be better served by holding their schools accountable when they perform poorly on tests.
  Additionally, proponents argue that standardized tests provide a lot of useful information at low cost, and consume little class time, and they believe that many objections voiced by the anti-testing movement are really objections to  use of test results, not to standardized tests themselves.

Proponents of “high stakes” testing believe that high standards and high stakes tests are essential to motivate students, teachers, and administrators to work ever harder to boost achievement.
  For high stakes testing to be effective, proponents maintain, the consequences of low achievement must be severe—hence, the use of sanctions such as repeating a grade, withholding a high school diploma, or school closure.
 

Opponents of standardized tests argue that they are an unreliable measure of student performance, with as much as 50-80% of yearly test score improvements regarded as temporary and "caused by fluctuations that had nothing to do with long-term changes in learning...".
  Critics also contend that standardized tests measure only a small portion of what makes education meaningful and cannot adequately measure components such as creativity, critical thinking, resilience, motivation, persistence, curiosity and many other important elements of learning.
  Another major criticism is that testing requirements under NCLB have drastically narrowed the educational curriculum, as evidenced by a national 2007 study by the Center on Education Policy which reported that since 2001, 44% of school districts had reduced the time spent on science, social studies and the arts by an average of 145 minutes per week in order to focus more time on reading and math.
  Further, standardized tests are increasingly being used for purposes for which they were not designed, such as teacher evaluation; and critics question the validity and reliability of these tests for such uses.  Moreover, opponents argue that standardized testing has not improved student achievement since NCLB testing mandates were implemented, as demonstrated by relatively flat scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) since 2003 and a decline in U.S. math and science performance scores relative to other nations on the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) since that time.

Critics have particularly condemned the use of standardized tests for making important “high stakes” education decisions for students, such as promotion or graduation, as well as sanctions or rewards for schools and educators, including school closings and firings, promotions or bonuses for principals and teachers.  The National Center for Fair & Open Testing (FairTest) maintains that high stakes testing 1) is unfair to many students; 2) leads to increased grade retention and dropping out; 3) produces “teaching to the test” practices; 4) drives out good teachers; and 5) misinforms the public.

FairTest calls high stakes tests unfair to many students (primarily low-income) who attend poorly-funded schools with large class sizes, inadequate teachers, books, computers, libraries, labs, and other facilities that affect their opportunity to pass the test.
  They also argue that many students suffer from test anxiety and don’t do well on standardized tests, resulting in inaccurately lower scores.  In sum, FairTest contends that high-stakes tests punish students for things beyond their control and students end up being held accountable while the system is not.

Opponents of high stakes testing also assert that holding students back, or grade retention, is counterproductive, as students who are retained generally do not improve academically, are often stigmatized, suffer a loss of interest in school and are more likely to drop out. 
 

“Teaching to the test” refers to the notion that the higher the stakes, the more schools will focus instruction on what is on the tests, and as a result, what is not tested often is not taught.
  Charges of “teaching to the test” have escalated since NCLB mandated that all schools bring all students up to proficiency or face loss of federal funding or closure.
  NCLB requires proficiency to be measured in ELA and math, but allows states to develop their own tests.
  Skeptics charge there’s a strong incentive for states to develop tests that will make it easier for them to meet federal standards, and push teachers to spend increasing amounts of time preparing students for the tests, and less time on subjects not tested.

While it’s widely agreed that good teachers are essential for students to obtain a quality education, opponents maintain that high stakes testing drives out good teachers who are fed up with the overemphasis on testing.  Many critics charge that American schools are increasingly becoming little more than test-prep factories.  This type of instruction, they claim, is ineffective and turns off students and teachers alike.  Focusing on test-prep rather than authentic instruction and learning also hampers efforts to recruit the "best and brightest" into teaching, critics believe.  In addition, using test scores as the basis of school and teacher accountability discourages good teachers from working in low-performing schools where the best teachers are needed most. 

One of the most cited reasons for testing students is to provide information to the public on how well schools are doing, so that we can hold them accountable.  However, some maintain that teaching to the test causes score inflation (score gains that don’t represent actual improvements in learning) which misleads the public into thinking schools are improving, when they may not be.  In fact, many contend that schools have gotten worse because of the narrowing of the curriculum and too much time spent on test-prep, rather than problem solving and higher order thinking skills, resulting in a less rich and well-rounded education.

One of the most compelling arguments against high stakes testing is the principle known as “Campbell’s Law,” named after social scientist Donald Campbell, who found that, “The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor.”
  Specifically, on the issue of education testing he wrote, “when test scores become the goal of the teaching process, they both lose their value as indicators of educational status and distort the educational process in undesirable ways.”
  In fact, growing evidence of narrowing of the curriculum, test score inflation, increasing reports of cheating
 and others abuses bear this out.

Federal Testing Policies 
As previously noted, NCLB increased testing requirements for all states.  Specifically, NCLB required states to develop standards in reading and math, and assessments linked to those standards for all students in grades 3-8.
  Annual assessments in reading and math for all students in grades 3-8 began in 2005-2006.
  NCLB also required states to develop science standards by the 2005-06 school year and to administer annual science assessments beginning in 2007-2008 at three grade spans (3-5, 6-9, 10-12).

In addition, NCLB required states to develop a single, statewide accountability system based on annual “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) objectives-disaggregated by student groups based on poverty, race and ethnicity, disability, and limited English proficiency-that will result in all students achieving proficiency in reading and math by 2014.
  AYP is to be based primarily on State assessments, but one additional academic indicator is required and other indicators are permitted.
  Each student group must meet the statewide achievement goal for a school to make AYP and at least 95% of each group must participate in State assessments.
  Schools that exceed AYP requirements can receive rewards, including financial awards to teachers, while schools that fail to meet AYP requirements may have sanctions imposed, such as implementation of a new curriculum, replacement of some or all school staff, or school restructuring.
 
Further, NCLB requires biennial State participation in the NAEP reading and math assessments for 4th and 8th graders beginning in school year 2002-03.
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)

NAEP, also known as The Nation's Report Card, is the only nationally representative and continuing assessment of what America's students know and can do in various subject areas. Since 1969, assessments have been conducted periodically in reading, mathematics, science, writing, U.S. history, civics, geography, and the arts.
  National NAEP reports information for the nation and the specific geographic regions of the country for students in grades 4, 8 and 12 and includes students in both public and private schools.
  NAEP assessments are administered every 2 years uniformly using the same testing materials nationwide and serve as a common metric for all states and selected urban districts.
  NAEP tests are not administered to all students, just to representative samples of students at grades 4, 8, and 12.

Results for 2013 NAEP Mathematics and Reading Assessments, show some improvement nationally from the last assessment in 2011 among 4th and 8th grade students in mathematics, and among 8th grade students in reading, as well as gains in both subjects since the assessments in the early 1990s.
  Average mathematics scores for 4th and 8th graders in 2013 were one (1) point higher than in 2011, and 28 and 22 points higher respectively in comparison to the first year of assessment in 1990.
  The average reading score for 8th graders was two (2) points higher in 2013 than in 2011, but the score for 4th graders did not change significantly from 2011.
  Reading scores were higher in 2013 than in 1992 at both grades.

While a few states posted across-the-board gains, New York State saw limited progress on the 2013 NAEP tests.  New York students’ scores in 4thgrade reading, 8thgrade reading, and 8thgrade math showed no significant changes from 2011, as only 4thgrade math scores saw a statistically significant increase.
  That’s a better result than the scores two years ago, when New York was one of just two states to post significant declines.
  In a statement on New York State's NAEP Scores, Board of Regents Chancellor Merryl H. Tisch said: “the NAEP results for New York students confirm what we already know: our students are not where they should be. There's some growth, but scores are relatively flat and there is still an unacceptable achievement gap for minority students.”
 New York City’s NAEP results will be released in December along with data from other urban school districts.  
New York State Testing Policies 

In keeping with NCLB requirements, New York State develops and administers annual English Language Arts (ELA) and math assessments to all students in grades 3-8, and annual science assessments to all students in grades 4 and 8.
  The Office of State Assessment (OSA) is responsible for the coordination, development, and implementation of the New York State Testing Program, which also includes the following: 
 

· Regents Examinations are subject-specific tests generally administered after course completion to students in grades 9-12, although some students take Regents exams in grades 7 or 8.  Students are required to pass 5 Regents exams (Comprehensive English; Global History and Geography; United States History and Government; 1 in Mathematics; and 1 in Science) to receive a high school diploma.

· Regents Competency Tests serve as a “safety net” or an alternative graduation requirement for all eligible students with disabilities who enter grade 9 in 2005 and thereafter.

· New York State English as a Second Language Achievement Test (NYSESLAT) is designed to annually assess the English proficiency of all English language learners enrolled in Grades K–12 in New York State schools.

· Language Assessment Battery-Revised (LAB-R) is the test currently used for the initial identification of ELLs in New York State.

· New York State Identification Test for English Language Learners (NYSITELL) is a new State test will replace the LAB–R test used for the identification of ELLs in New York State because it is more closely aligned with NYSESLAT.
 
· New York State Alternate Assessment (NYSAA) is a datafolio-style assessment in which students with severe cognitive disabilities demonstrate their performance toward achieving the New York State Learning Standards in English language arts, mathematics, science and social studies.

These examinations are administered to students in Kindergarten through Grade 12 enrolled in public, nonpublic, and charter schools throughout the State.

The April 2013 grades 3-8 math and English Language Arts (ELA) assessments are the first for New York students to measure the Common Core Learning Standards that were adopted by the State Board of Regents in 2010.
  As expected, the percentage of students deemed proficient is significantly lower than in 2011-12.  Statewide 31.1% of grade 3-8 students met or exceeded the ELA proficiency standard (a decrease of 24 points from 2012) and 31% of these students met or exceeded the math proficiency standard (a decline of 33.8 points from 2012).
  According to State Education Commissioner John B. King, Jr., "[t]hese proficiency scores do not reflect a drop in performance, but rather a raising of standards to reflect college and career readiness in the 21st century."
 
This steep decline in test scores comes on the heels of a prior 2010 drop that occurred when the New York State Education Department (NYSED) recalibrated the cut scores for grades 3 - 8 math and English assessments to new proficiency standards redefined to align them more closely with the NAEP exam and with college-ready performance.
  
The State is also using test scores as a factor in its Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR) educator evaluation system.  At the end of May 2010, the State enacted legislation to implement a new evaluation system “designed to measure teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance, including measures of student achievement.”
  Under the new system, evaluations of teachers and principals would generate a single “composite effectiveness” score, 40% of which would be based on student achievement measures.
  Further, the evaluations are a significant factor in employment decisions, including promotion, retention, tenure determination, termination, and supplemental compensation.
  

DOE’s Testing Policies 
Currently, all 3rd through 8th graders in City public schools take yearly ELA and math tests to assess their mastery of New York State Learning Standards.
  Prior to 2006, state tests were administered only in Grades 4 and 8 and citywide tests were administered in Grades 3, 5, 6, and 7.

According to DOE, teachers and principals use individual student ELA and math test results to help make decisions about whether or not a student will be promoted to the next grade level, and to place students in summer school.
  Educators also use test results to assign students to the appropriate classes and to identify areas where a student needs extra help or more challenging material.  Finally, teachers and principals also use the results from the whole class, grade, or school to identify areas where they can improve instruction.

In addition to measuring student achievement, DOE uses State ELA and math test scores as the foundation of their accountability system, to evaluate schools (via Progress Report grades); make decisions on school closings; determine cash bonuses for principals and teachers; and as a factor in principal and teacher evaluations and tenure decisions.  

Overall, 85% of the Progress Report grade for elementary and middle schools is based on State ELA and math test scores (25% on “Performance” defined as students’ current year scores, and 60% on “Progress” which measures student improvement in test scores from the prior year).
  Based on these test-driven Progress Reports, schools that get low grades also face consequences such as leadership changes or closure.
  Principal evaluations and job security are also dependent in part on test-based Progress Report grades. 
  Principals are required to sign a contract in which they agree to be held accountable (including the possibility of losing their job) for Principal Performance Review goals “informed by” their school’s Progress Report targets.
  

In addition to grade 3-8 ELA and math tests, the DOE administers other State tests, including: New York State Science Performance Test (in Grades 4 & 8); New York State Regents (in Grades 9 ‐ 12 and eligible Grade 8 students); Language Assessment Battery-Revised (until January 31, 2014 and thereafter NYS Identification Test for English Language Learners); New York State English as a Second Language Test; and New York State Alternate Assessment (to eligible special education students).
  Additionally, the DOE administers some other tests to eligible City students, including: the Specialized High Schools Admissions Test; and Gifted and Talented tests.
  The DOE also offers Foreign Language Achievement Exams, which are reading tests in Chinese and Spanish, to assess eligible students’ reading achievement in those languages.
  Further, the DOE offers Second Language Proficiency exams in French, Italian, Latin, and Spanish to Grade 8 students that are enrolled in NYC public and charter schools that offer these courses, and have met the course requirements.

City students also take Periodic Assessments several times throughout the school year to give teachers more information about what students have learned.
  The DOE does not use Periodic Assessment results to grade children or schools, but they are used to “predict students' performance on New York State Tests so that teachers can help every student meet or exceed State Learning Standards.”
  The DOE offers several assessment options for English and math in all grades; schools choose the combination of Periodic Assessments that meets their needs or design their own combination of assessments.

In addition, as the City begins implementation of the new “Advance” teacher evaluation program this year, there are a plethora of new tests being given to students systemwide.  For all teachers, 40% percent of their evaluation is based on tests or other “measures of student learning” (MOSL).
  Every teacher will have two measures of student learning, each worth 20% of the overall rating: State Measure – Selected by the principal, this measure is based on student growth on state assessments (whenever available) or results on other assessments with comparable rigor taken by their students; Local Measure – Recommended by a school committee appointed by the principal and UFT Chapter Chair and approved by the principal, each teacher’s local measure will be based on student growth on assessments and growth measures selected from a menu of approved options for each grade and subject.
  If the Committee and principal do not agree on measures, the local measure for all teachers in the school will default to schoolwide growth on the State assessments administered in that school.
  Since MOSLs are based on student growth over the school year, it requires that pre-assessments be given to students early in the school year followed by post-assessments at the end of the school year significantly increasing the amount of time that teachers and students must spend on testing, including preparation for, administration of, scoring and data entry.
  
DOE’s State Test Score Results 
In August 2013, the NYSED released the latest English Language Arts (ELA) and math test scores for students in grades 3 through 8 statewide.  The new scores showed a dramatic decline in the number of students who met or exceeded proficiency.  For City students, the overall decrease for 3rd to 8th graders in ELA was more than 20 points, and in math, the drop was even greater – more than 30 points.  The plummeting scores resulted from the State’s realignment of the ELA and math tests with higher Common Core Learning Standards, as previously described.
  

English Language Arts

Citywide, ELA test scores dropped from 46.9% of students passing in 2012 to just 26.4% this year, a difference of 20.5 percentage points.
  The table below shows the changes in ELA test scores for City students from 2006 – 2013:
	Percent of 3rd - 8th Grade Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards in ELA

(Scoring at Levels 3 & 4) for 2006 – 2013*

	2006
	50.7

	2007
	50.8

	2008
	57.6

	2009
	68.8

	**2010
	42.4

	2011
	43.9

	2012
	46.9

	2013
	26.4


*Prior to 2006 the State only tested 4th & 8th graders, making comparisons for grades 3 to 8 before that time impossible.
**In 2010, NYSED increased the scale score required to meet each of the proficiency levels. In addition, since 2011, NYSED increased the number of questions on the exam.

The latest test scores reveal that the City’s racial “achievement gap” has decreased slightly in ELA, but has grown in math.  On the 2012 ELA exam, 37% of black students in grades 3 to 8 received a passing score compared to 69.1% of white students – a gap of 32.1 points.
  In 2013, 16.3% of Black students passed, compared to 46.8% of white students – a gap of 30.5 points.
  A similar narrowing of the gap occurred for Hispanic students.  On the 2012 ELA test, 37.5% of Hispanic 3rd - 8th graders met proficiency standards compared to 69.1% of white students – a gap of 31.6 points.
  In 2013, 16.6% of Hispanic students passed, compared to 46.8% of white students – a gap of 30.2 points.
  
Mathematics

The decline in math scores from last year was even steeper, with a drop from 60% of the City’s 3rd through 8th graders deemed proficient in 2012 to 29.6% in 2013, a decrease of 30.4 points.
  The table below shows the changes in math test scores for City students from 2006 – 2013:

	Percent of 3rd - 8th Grade Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards in Math

(Scoring at Levels 3 & 4) for 2006 – 2010*

	2006
	56.9

	2007
	65.1

	2008
	74.3

	2009
	81.8

	**2010
	54.0

	2011
	57.3

	2012
	60.0

	2013
	29.6


*Prior to 2006 the State only tested 4th & 8th graders, making comparisons for grades 3 to 8 before that time impossible.

**In 2010, NYSED increased the scale score required to meet each of the proficiency levels. In addition, since 2011, NYSED increased the number of questions on the exam.

In math, the latest test scores reveal that the City’s racial achievement gap has increased significantly.  On the 2012 math exam, 46.1% of Black students in grades 3 to 8 received a passing score compared to 79.2% of white students – a gap of 33.1 points.
  In 2013, only 15.3% of Black students passed, compared to 50.1% of white students – a gap of 34.8 points.
  A widening of the gap also occurred for Hispanic students.  On the 2012 math test, 52.3% of Hispanic students met proficiency compared to 79.2% of white students – a gap of 26.9 points.
  In 2013, just 18.6% of Hispanic students passed, compared to 50.1% of white students – a gap of 31.5 points.
  
Issues and Concerns
In New York, advocates have long been skeptical about the reliability and credibility of State test data and about the Mayor and Chancellor’s claims of extraordinary student progress based on that test data.
  The growing gap between rapidly rising State test scores and essentially flat NAEP scores in recent years prompted the Regents to recognize that there was a problem and approve an outside analysis of its ELA and math test scores by Harvard researchers.  Testing expert Daniel Koretz, the lead researcher, called some of the state’s rapid progress “illusory.”
  Based on the research findings, State education officials acknowledged that test scores had become inflated and responded by raising the score needed to pass its ELA and math tests, with the predictable result that many fewer students passed.  
In fact, many critics contend that, under the Bloomberg Administration, the DOE has become test-obsessed, basing many more high stakes decisions and consequences on standardized test scores than NCLB requires, to the detriment of City students, teachers and schools.
  The overemphasis on testing, advocates claim, has many unintended consequences for students, including “teaching to the test” which distorts instruction and leads to a narrowing of the curriculum thus depriving students of a well-rounded, quality education.  Advocates also maintain that excessive testing, test preparation and drilling turns students off and deprives them of precious instructional time.  The heavy testing regimen also removes teachers from the classroom for long periods for test scoring and related activities resulting in extra expenditures for substitute teachers.
Policy monitors also challenge the validity and reliability of test scores with claims that standardized tests are increasingly being used for purposes for which they were not designed, such as teacher evaluation.  They also point to an increase in the number of cheating incidents and scandals involving students, teachers and administrators in New York City and across the nation, as further evidence that test scores are unreliable measures of learning.

Parents in New York City and elsewhere are increasingly frustrated by what they perceive as excessive testing and have launched petitions, boycotts and other actions and protests,
 or have chosen to opt their child out of taking exams.
  Many teachers and administrators are also angry and frustrated, particularly about the State’s new Common Core-aligned tests, and have begun their own protests.
 A letter written by a group of eight prominent school principals from around New York State, (and signed in support by more than 500 other principals and nearly 3,000 parents and teachers) describes some of the problems with these new tests, particularly their impact on students.
  The principals asserted that the tests were too long, with too many questions for students to complete in the allotted time.  The principals also claim there were many ambiguous questions, which made it even harder and some students simply gave up, while others cried during or after testing, vomited or lost control of their bowels or bladders.  Based on poor performance on these new tests, many students have been labeled as failures and forced to forgo enrichment classes in order to receive remediation.

But by far, parents and advocates maintain that the most worrisome impacts of these tests on students come from the high stakes attached to them.  Children have, often on the basis of a single test score, been denied admission to a school or program, held back one or more grades, or unable to graduate.  New York City students have also had their schools closed and been forced to transfer, or languish in a school that is slowly phasing out and losing staff, classes and extracurricular activities, or perhaps dropped out as a result.  One particularly troubling irony is that the process of scoring and tabulating tests takes so long, that scores are typically not released until July or August and often not available in time to be of pedagogic use or to accurately inform high stakes decisions, like promotion and graduation.  A few years ago, press reports revealed that a number of students were originally notified they had been promoted, only to have those decisions rescinded and told they’d been held back - including some students who had attended high school for several weeks and were then informed that they must return to their old school to repeat 8th grade.

Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committee will focus on the impact of standardized testing on students in New York City schools.  The Committee will also examine City student achievement levels and DOE’s testing policies and will consider stakeholder concerns about how well those policies are working and recommendations for improvements.   
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